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 To Thomas and Matthew Jinks




 CHAPTER ONE

You've probably heard of me. I'm the guy they found in a dingo pen at Featherdale Wildlife Park.

It was all over the news. If I'd been found in a playground, or on a beach, or by the side of the road, I wouldn't have scored much coverage. Maybe I'd have ended up on page five of some local rag. But the whole dingo angle meant that I got national exposure. Hell, I got international exposure. People read about me in all kinds of places, like England and Canada and the United States. I know, because I checked. All I had to do was google "dingo pen" and—Pow! There I was.

Not that anyone mentioned my name, of course. Journalists aren't supposed to identify teenagers. In the Sydney Morning Herald, this is all they said:


A 13-year-old boy is in a stable condition at Mount Druitt Hospital after being found unconscious in a dingo pen at Featherdale Wildlife Park, in western Sydney, early this morning. A park spokesperson says that a dingo in the same pen sustained minor injuries, which were probably inflicted by another dingo. Police are urging anyone with information about the incident to contact them.



As you can see, it wasn't exactly a double-page spread. And just as well, too, because when I was found, I was in the buff. Naked. Yes, that's right: I'd lost my gear. Don't ask me how. All I know is that I'm the luckiest guy alive. Being Dingo Boy was bad enough, but being naked Dingo Boy would have been much, much worse. I wouldn't have survived the jokes. Can you imagine the kind of abuse I'd have copped on my first day back at school? It would have been a massacre. That's why I'm so relieved that nobody printed a word about the missing clothes. Or the damaged fence. Or the cuts and bruises. Either the newspapers weren't interested or the police weren't talking. (Both, probably.) And I never told anyone that I was naked. Not even my best friends. Especially not my best friends.

 I mean, I'm not a complete idiot.

So there I was, in the dingo pen at Featherdale Wildlife Park, and I don't remember a thing about it. Not one thing. I remember lying in my own bed at around 10:00 p.m., fiddling with a flashlight, and then I remember waking up in hospital. That's all. I swear to God, I wasn't fiddling with a tube of glue or a bottle of scotch; it was an ordinary flashlight. Next thing I knew, I was having a CT scan. I was stretched out on a gurney with my head in a machine.

No wonder I panicked.

"It's all right. You're all right," people were saying. "Can you hear me? Toby? Your mum's on her way."

I think I might have mumbled something about breakfast as I tried to pull off my pulse oximeter. I was a bit confused. I was, in fact, semiconscious. That's what Mum told me afterward—and when you're semiconscious, it's usually because you've damaged your head or your spine. In the ambulance on your way to hospital, you have to wear an oxygen mask and a neck collar. And once you reach the Emergency Department, they start checking you for things like leaking cerebral fluid. (Ugh.)

 I wasn't semiconscious for very long, though. At first I didn't quite know where I was. I couldn't understand why I was lying down or what all the beeping monitors were for. But the fog in my head soon cleared, and I realized that I was in trouble. Big trouble.

Again.

Just six months before, I'd been in the same Emergency Department with two broken fingers, after my friend Fergus and I had taped roller skates to a surfboard. (I don't recommend grass-surfing, just in case you're interested. It's impossible to stand up.) So I recognized the swinging doors, and the funny smell, and the bed-curtains. Even a couple of the faces around me were vaguely familiar.

"What happened?" I asked as I was being wheeled around like a shopping trolley full of beer cans. "Did I get hurt?"

There was a doctor looming over me. I could see straight up her nose. "Don't you remember?" she said.

"Nah."

"What's the last thing you can remember?"

"Umm..." I tried to think, but it wasn't easy. Not while I was being poked and prodded by about a dozen different people.

"Do you have a headache?" someone inquired.

"No."

"Do you feel sick in the stomach?"

"A bit."

"Can you look over here, please, Toby? It is Toby, isn't it?"


 "Yeah. Course." At the time, I thought that they knew me from my previous visit. I was wrong, though. They were only calling me Toby because Mum had panicked. She'd walked into my bedroom at 6:00 a.m., seen my empty bed, searched the house, realized that I didn't have my phone, and notified the police. I don't suppose they were very concerned at that point. (It wasn't as if I was five years old.) All the same, they'd asked for a name and description.

So when I showed up at Featherdale, without any ID, it didn't really matter. The police were already on the lookout for a very tall, very skinny thirteen-year-old with brown hair, brown eyes, and big feet.

One of the nurses told me later that she hadn't recognized me when I first came in because there was so much blood and dirt all over my face.

"Can you tell us your full name, Toby?" was the next question pitched at me, from somewhere off to my right.

"Uh—Tobias Richard Vandevelde."

"And your address?"

I told them that, too. Then I spotted the big jagged cut on my leg.

"What happened?" I said with mounting alarm. "Is Mum all right?"

"Your mum's fine. She's on her way here now. The police called her."

"The police?" This was bad news. This was terrible news. "Why? What have I done?"

"Nothing. As far as we know."

"Then—"


 "You're breathing a bit fast, Toby, so what I'm going to do now is run a blood gas test..."

I couldn't get a straight answer from any of them, but I didn't want to make a fuss. Not while they were trying to figure out what was wrong with me. They kept asking if I was in pain, and if I could see properly, and if I knew what year it was, and then at last the crowd around my bed began to disperse. It didn't take me long to realize that people were drifting away because I wasn't going to die. I mean, I'd obviously been downgraded from someone who might spring a leak or pitch a fit at any moment to someone who could be safely left in a holding bay with a couple of machines and a really young doctor.

"Not all of these cuts are going to heal by themselves," the really young doctor said cheerfully as he pulled out his box of catgut (or whatever it was). "We might give you a local before we stitch you up. Do you know when you had your last tetanus shot?"

Dumb question. Of course I didn't. You'd be better off asking me how many eyelashes I have.

"No."

"Fair enough." He didn't seem too surprised. "Maybe your mum can tell me."

"Maybe I can tell you what?" said a voice—and all of a sudden, there was my mum. She'd obviously had a bad morning. Though she was dressed in her work clothes, with earrings and fancy shoes and her good handbag, she hadn't put on her makeup or put in her contact lenses. And without makeup or contact lenses she looks like ... well, she looks like a nun or something. It's partly because she's so pale and tired and washed out and partly because she wears chunky, librarian-style glasses.

 "I'm Rowena Vandevelde," she said. "Is there something you wanted to ask me?"

"Oh. Ah. Yes." The very young doctor forgot to introduce himself. "I was wondering when Toby last had a tetanus shot?"

Mum knew the answer to that, of course. She also knew my Medicare number, and the exact date of my last hospital visit, and all the other boring details that I couldn't have remembered in a million years. Because she's a mother, right? It's her job to keep track of that stuff.

I kind of tuned out while she was debriefing various people with clipboards. I might even have dozed off for a few minutes, because I was really tired. But I woke up quick smart when the very young doctor started jabbing needles into me. That was no fun, I can tell you. And it seemed to last forever, even though Mum tried to distract me with her questions.

The first thing she wanted to know was what happened.

"You tell me," was all I could say.

"Don't you remember?"

"Nope."

"Nothing at all?"

I shook my head, then winced. "Ouch," I complained.

And the very young doctor said, "Nearly finished."

"What's the last thing you do remember?" Mum queried. "Do you remember leaving the house?"

"No." A sort of chill ran through me. "Is that what I did?"

"You weren't in bed this morning." Mum's voice wobbled a bit, but she managed to hold it together. "They found you at Featherdale."


 "Featherdale?"

"In the dingo pen."

I'd better explain that I live quite close to Featherdale Wildlife Park, so I've been there a few times. And I've seen the dingo pen.

"Oh, man," I croaked. It was hard to believe. But one look at Mum's face told me that she wasn't kidding.

"Are you sure you don't know how you got there, Toby?"

"Nope."

"Do you remember going to bed?"

Casting my mind back, I could recall throwing off my quilt because it was so hot. I'd picked up my flashlight and shone it at the stickers on the ceiling. The fan had been whirling around and around overhead.

Could it have hypnotized me somehow?

"You weren't very well," Mum continued. "That's why you went to bed earlier than usual."

"Yeah." It was true. I'd been feeling a bit off, though not in any specific way. I hadn't been suffering from a headache or a sore throat or a nagging cough. I'd just felt bad. "My stomach's still bothering me."

"Dr. Passlow will be here soon," the very young doctor remarked. "He's the pediatrician. You can discuss those symptoms with him." Then he patted my wrist. "All finished. Well done. You're a real hero."

As he packed up his catgut and his bits of bloodstained gauze, I tried and tried to recollect what had happened. I'm a light sleeper, so there's no way I could have been dragged out of bed and carried off like a baby. If I'd left the house, I would have done it under my own steam.


 But why? And how?

"You must have crawled out the window," Mum volunteered, as if reading my mind. "All the geraniums underneath it were trampled."

"Oh," I said. "Sorry." Though I didn't even know what geraniums were, I figured they must have been important. Not to mention fragile. "I don't remember that."

"Listen, Toby." Mum leaned forward. She looked like a total wreck—what with her twitching nerves and puffy, bloodshot eyes—but her voice was still sweet and calm. Even when she's mad at me, she doesn't sound as if she's yelling or nagging. I guess it's because she's a speech therapist.

Maybe she's spent so many years teaching people to talk nicely that she can't stop doing it herself.

"If there's something you don't want to tell me," she said, "you can always talk to a professional. A counselor. I know how easy it is to buy drugs these days—"

"Mum!"

"—and if you were experimenting—"

"I wasn't."

"—that would certainly explain what happened."

"I wasn't, Mum!"

"Are you sure?" She stared at me long and hard. "Think about it. Are you absolutely sure?"

I couldn't be sure. That was the trouble. I couldn't remember anything, so I couldn't be sure of anything. Except, of course, that I don't usually mess around with drugs. The only cigarette I've ever smoked made me really, really sick; I smoked it at school, during recess, and when the bell rang for class, I was too cheap to throw it away because it was only half finished. So I quickly smoked the rest—in about ten seconds flat.

 Man, that was a bad idea. I nearly passed out. I thought I was going to die. (From nicotine poisoning?) Practically the same thing happened at Amin's house when we discovered an ancient bottle of port in his garage. We tried to drink the whole lot before his dad came home, and I was puking for hours afterward.

That was when I decided there are better ways to have fun—like grass-surfing, for instance. I might have broken a few fingers doing it, but at least I had fun. Chugging port, on the other hand, isn't fun. That stuff tastes like cough syrup. As for smoking cigarettes ... well, I'd rather make stink-bombs any day.

"I couldn't have been stoned." Upon mulling things over, I was convinced of this. "I don't have any drugs. Not even glue or smelly markers." The thing about drugs is they're expensive. Fergus has a brother called Liam who smokes a lot of marijuana, and he never lets Fergus sample his stash because it costs so much. It's kept under lock and key, so there's no way Fergus could have got to it. And since I can't afford an iPhone, I'm certainly not going to be shelling out huge amounts of dough for a few puffs of hydroponic. "There were no drugs in my bedroom, swear to God."

"But could you have gone out to get some, Toby?"

"No!" By this time, I have to admit, I was starting to panic. It's no joke when a whole chunk of your life has suddenly gone missing. "Why would I have done that?"

Mum sighed. "Because Fergus asked you to?" she suggested.

I suppose I'd better explain that Mum doesn't like Fergus very much. She doesn't mind my friend Amin, but she thinks Fergus is a bad influence. It's probably no surprise that she wanted to blame Fergus for what had happened.

 To be honest, I couldn't help wondering about that myself.

"If you got involved in some prank, Toby, and you're scared to admit it—"

"I don't know." That was the frightening thing. I really didn't know. "I can't remember."

"I won't get mad, I promise. I'd be relieved."

"Mum, I told you. I can't remember/" I didn't want to start crying, so I decided to get mad instead. "Why don't you believe me? It's not my fault I can't remember!"

"Okay. All right."

"Why wouldn't I tell you? I mean, I'm in enough trouble as it is; how could it possibly get any worse?" I'd hardly finished speaking when I was struck by a horrible thought. "I didn't kill any dingoes, did I?"

"No," said Mum. "But the fence was damaged."

"What fence?"

"The one at Featherdale."
 
"Oh."

"Which doesn't necessarily mean that you were responsible," Mum quickly added, just as somebody pushed back the curtains that were drawn around my bed.

I looked up to see a pair of uniformed police officers flashing tight-lipped, professional smiles at me. One was a short, blond woman who smelled of soap. The other was a tall, dark man who smelled like fish and chips.

"Hello," said the man. "How are you doing? Mind if we have a quick word?"


 CHAPTER TWO

I'd better explain why my dad wasn't at the hospital. Basically, he wasn't there because he's dead. I'm not talking about my biological father, who could still be alive, for all I know. But my adoptive father, Ian Vandevelde, died when I was two years old.

That's why I don't remember him. That's also why Mum has to work two jobs every so often. See, my dad was a lawyer who earned a lot of money. It was his salary that paid for the big house we used to live in, over on the northern beaches. But after he died, Mum couldn't pay the mortgage, because speech therapists don't earn very much. She had to sell the house, the Volvo, and the time-share unit—just to pay off all our debts.

Now we live in Doonside, and she drives a second-hand car. We don't have a pool or a sea view. But we're doing okay. I guess we'd be doing even better if it wasn't for my school fees. I keep telling Mum that I'd be just as happy at one of the local schools. (Happier, in fact, since I wouldn't have to spend so long on the train every day.) My mum, however, has very firm views on education. So unless I get expelled, I'll be switching schools over her dead body.

Mind you, I nearly was expelled last year. And when it happened, I felt really bad because no matter how often I told Mum that it was all my fault, she kept on blaming herself. She seemed to think that if my dad had been around, I wouldn't have dropped a foil wrapper into hydrochloric acid during science class.

 She feels guilty that she can't provide enough guidance and discipline.

Maybe that's why she sounded so apologetic when she greeted the two police officers who showed up at my bedside. She had this look on her face as if she was bracing herself for a well-deserved rebuke. But the police didn't start laying into her. They didn't stick it to me, either. They were very polite.

After he'd introduced himself as Tino and his partner as Michelle, the policeman said, "So you've had a bit of a rough night, eh, Toby?"

I grunted.

"Dr. Passlow tells me you don't appear to have any major problems, which is good," Tino went on.

I glanced at Mum, who immediately came to my rescue.

"W-we haven't really talked to any doctors yet," she stammered. "Is Dr. Passlow the pediatrician? We haven't talked to the pediatrician."

"Oh." Tino seemed surprised. "Okay. Well, I'm sure he'll be heading over here in a minute. And before he does, I just want to see if we can clarify a few things." He turned back to me. "According to the doctor, you don't remember what happened last night. Is that correct?"

I nodded. Then Tino nodded. But his nod and my nod were very different. There was a resigned quality to his nod.

"I see," he said with a sigh. "And do you know where you ended up this morning?"

"Yeah," I rejoined. "Mum told me."


 "And you've no idea how you got there? Who might have left you there?"

"No." Suddenly I realized what he was getting at. "Hang on—are you saying someone actually did this to me?"

"That's what we're trying to establish. Do you suspect someone of doing this to you?"

Talk about a loaded question! I just stared at him, open-mouthed. I couldn't believe he was serious.

That was when Mum spoke up.

"I'm not sure my son should be discussing this right now," she objected, sounding perfectly serene even though she wasn't. (She had lots of crinkles on her forehead, and her mouth had gone stiff.) "He's not in a fit state—"

"We aren't trying to pin anything on Toby, Ms. Vandevelde," Tino assured her. "Even if he was responsible for the damage at Featherdale, there's no way of proving it. And quite frankly, we don't believe he is to blame. We think other people were involved." He fixed me with a benign but penetrating look. "Have you been fighting with the kids at school, by any chance?"

"No."

"What about the ones in your neighborhood? I know a few of them can be pretty rough. Are they giving you trouble?"

"Course not!" What did he think I was, a geek? A nerd? A natural-born target? "Why would anybody want to pick on me?"

"Listen." All at once Michelle took over. Even though she was smaller than Tino, she had a harder face and a gruffer voice. "You shouldn't be afraid to tell us if some bully's been giving you a hard time," she said flatly. "We've got zero tolerance for bullying. If you don't nip it at the bud, it gets worse and worse. Someone might end up getting killed. That's why we take these situations very seriously and why we'll make sure there won't be any repercussions if you decide you want to give us a few details."

 "But I can't." It was like talking to a brick wall. "I told you, I don't know what happened. I can't remember."

Michelle sniffed. I got the distinct impression that she didn't believe me. Mum must have thought so, too, because she leaped to my defense.

"My son was unconscious," she pointed out. "The nurse said he might have amnesia. Post-traumatic amnesia."

"Huh?" I didn't like the sound of that. I didn't like the word "post-traumatic." "What do you mean traumatic?"

"Well—"

"You mean I saw something bad? Like a murder? Is that what you mean?"

Mum blinked. Michelle said, very sharply, "Did you see a murder?" And I had to take a deep breath before replying.

"Are you deaf?" I growled. "For the millionth time, I don't know."

"I'm sure the nurse meant physical trauma not mental trauma," Mum interposed hurriedly. "Like a blow to the head. Being knocked out can cause amnesia. It happens all the time."

"Mmmph," said Tino.

"When Toby recovers, his memory might come back to him," Mum concluded. "That's why I don't think he should be answering questions right now. He's just not well enough."

Tino and Michelle exchanged glances. There was a brief pause. Finally Michelle said to my mother, "Are there any troubles at home?"


 Poor Mum. She flushed and gasped. She was speechless.

I was pretty gobsmacked myself.

"We have to ask these questions, Mrs. Vandevelde," Michelle continued. "Has there been a new man in your life lately?"

"Of course not!" Mum cried in a strangled voice.

"No ex-husband or ex-boyfriend who might have been giving you grief?"

God knows what Mum would have said to that if Dr. Passlow hadn't appeared. I knew it was Dr. Passlow from his nametag. He was a small man in a crumpled suit, who flicked back the bed-curtains with casual authority, behaving as if the police weren't there.

His reddish hair was thinning on top, and there were bags under his eyes. Even from a distance, I could smell the mint on his breath.

"Hello. I'm the pediatrician, Glen Passlow," he announced. "How are you feeling, Toby? How's the stomach?"

"Umm..."I thought about it. "Better."

"You're looking better," he informed me, then turned to Mum. "Are you Mrs. Vandevelde? Yes? How are you holding up?"

"Oh. Well..." Mum obviously didn't know what to say. "I—uh—"

"Sorry I couldn't talk to you earlier," Dr. Passlow interrupted, as if he was pressed for time and couldn't wait around until Mum had managed to think of a response. He talked very quickly, in a bracing tone. And he refused to acknowledge the police, despite the fact that their guns and badges were very hard to ignore. "I want to tell you how pleased I am with Toby," he declared. "We thought he might have a fractured skull or some sort of spinal injury, but there's no evidence of that. No fractures of any kind, no internal bleeding, no invasive wounds."

 "Thank God," said Mum.

"My one concern is that he was unconscious for so long. With concussion, there's often a delayed recovery period. That's why I want to keep you here until tomorrow, Toby." All at once Dr. Passlow was speaking to me again. "It's just a precaution. We'll find you a bed in the children's ward, and observe you overnight, and if everything's still okay in the morning, we'll let you go. Does that sound reasonable?"

I love the way adults do that—as if they're genuinely interested in what you want. Suppose my answer had been, "No way! Get stuffed!" Would they have listened?

"Would they? Hah!"

"Guess so," I mumbled.

"But you should come back later in the week for an EEG," the doctor advised. "That's a kind of brain scan, and it's nothing to be alarmed about."

You should have seen Mum's face! "But—"

"When Toby first arrived, we did an arterial blood gas test. That test showed elevated lactate, which indicates a massive metabolic disturbance. Like a grand mal seizure, for example." Dr. Passlow raised his hand, as if to repel a barrage of furious objections. "I'm not saying that Toby did have an epileptic fit. It's just something we have to explore."

An epileptic fit? I didn't know what that meant. There was a kid at our school who had epilepsy, and she'd always acted just like a normal person. Except that she was an ABBA fan.

"But Toby's never had a fit in his life," Mum said faintly. "Not even when he was running a temperature."


 The doctor shrugged. "Sometimes seizures go completely unnoticed," he observed before launching into a long spiel about different kinds of epileptic fits. I didn't listen to that. I couldn't see how it was relevant.

Because the more I thought about it, the more likely it seemed that Fergus and Amin were to blame for my troubles. Fergus was always playing tricks. He could easily have lured me through the bedroom window with some dumb idea—and when that dumb idea had gone belly-up, he'd probably panicked. I certainly would have panicked.

I have to talk to Fergus, was the decision I made as Dr. Passlow said his piece about recent advances in the treatment of epilepsy, and Mum chewed on her bottom lip, looking anxious. I wasn't anxious. I was convinced that Fergus (or possibly Amin) would be able to explain everything.

What I needed was a phone.

"So do epileptics sometimes lose it when they have a seizure?" Tino asked once the doctor had finished. "I mean, do they act in an irrational way, like they've been drugged?"

Dr. Passlow didn't appreciate being questioned by the police. This was clear from his raised eyebrows and pursed lips.

"Epilepsy isn't a psychosis," he said crisply, without even glancing in Tino's direction.

"Yes, but—"

"Some people do experience tension or anxiety before a seizure, just as some people experience temperature changes. I suppose you could describe that as an irrational response, though it's hardly the same as an irrational act." The doctor finally dragged his gaze away from my mother, fixing it on Tino instead. "You'll excuse me if I don't feel entirely comfortable discussing the details of this case with you, since there's been no proper diagnosis."

 It was such a putdown that it silenced Tino. He cleared his throat, his expression blank.

Michelle, however, was made of sterner stuff.

"But if the kid had a fit," she said in her harsh and nasal monotone, "would he have felt so hot that he had to take off his pajamas? Would he have been scared enough to run away?"

Dr. Passlow sighed. "As I've already told you, I'm not able to comment at this point," he retorted.

"Yeah, but I'm asking if it's possible—" Michelle began, then broke off when Tino nudged her in the ribs.

She shot him a sullen look, which he ignored.

"We ought to be going," he said. "If there's anything more you want to discuss, just ring me at the station." He offered Mum his phone number on a card. "We'll be keen to hear from Toby if his memory improves. And of course we'd appreciate an update on his condition once the test results are in. Just in case they have any bearing on last night's incident."

For a moment my mother sat there dumbly, staring at the card in her hand. Then she raised her eyes and gazed at Dr. Passlow.

"Do you think his condition might be to blame?" she asked. "Do you think it's why Toby ended up where he did?"

Something about this question must have pained the doctor, because he grimaced as he sucked air through his teeth. You could tell that he was trying to be patient.

"Mrs. Vandevelde," he said, "Toby doesn't have a condition. Not as far as we know. My concerns might prove to be utterly unfounded."


 "Yes, I realize that, but—"

"You shouldn't worry about your son. He's a healthy lad, and those cuts of his are fairly superficial. I'm sure he could do with a few hours' sleep, though." Dr. Passlow suddenly rounded on the two police officers. "Which he's not going to get if he's constantly disturbed."

I've never much fancied being a doctor, but you have to admit there's an upside. Who else could have talked to the police like that and gotten away with it? Michelle was certainly pissed off; her mouth tightened as she shifted her weight from foot to foot. Her partner swallowed, his expression becoming a little strained.

"Okay. Well, I don't think there's anything else," he remarked. "We might leave you to it and check in later. Good luck on the scan. I'm glad things turned out better than we all expected."

I think he meant what he said. He was a nice guy. And I don't blame him for thinking that I was a liar. After all, my own mother had jumped to the same conclusion.

As for me, I guess you could say that I also jumped to conclusions. I was so sure that Fergus must have engineered some sort of joke or trick or scheme—something involving drugs, perhaps, or dingoes, or nudity, or all of the above. Something that I couldn't remember, owing to the lingering effects of whatever substance I'd been sampling.

Because there seemed to be no other explanation. I didn't have an enemy in the world, so why would anyone have wanted to kidnap me and dump me in that dingo pen? More to the point, how could anyone have done such a thing? Even if some twisted creep had decided to sneak into my room and slap a chloroformed rag over my nose while I was sleeping, surely there would have been a few moments of consciousness? Surely I would have had a faint, confused memory of the struggle?

 As my mind veered away from this extremely unpleasant scenario, I quickly decided that I was being overdramatic. No, I thought, that's all spy-thriller stuff. That doesn't happen in real life. In real life, crazy friends like Fergus dreamed up ideas that sounded hilarious when you first heard them, like the time we took all the firewood out of a firewood cage at Nurragingy Reserve before hanging a sign on the cage that said FREE CHILD-RESTRAINT FACILITY. Of course it all went wrong when we were caught trying to fill the cage with bits of playground equipment.

But that's the kind of idea I'm talking about; the kind where you can really screw up. It seemed to me that the whole dingo pen affair was a typical Fergus Duffy extravaganza.

And I thought to myself, Fergus, you are dead meat on a kebab, my friend.


 CHAPTER THREE

I stayed in the children's ward overnight. It wasn't much fun, because the food was lousy, the sheets smelled weird, and you had to pay for the TV (even though it was just ordinary free-to-air, not cable). I was sharing my room with a four-year-old kid who kept yak-yak-yakking about every tiny thing that popped into his head. You know the way some kids will give you a running commentary on stuff that most people take for granted? Like how water comes out of taps or how cars have four wheels? Well, the kid I'm talking about was that kind of kid. And when he wasn't babbling, he was coughing like a bull walrus. I swear to God, it was hard to believe the kind of monster coughs that kept coming out of his bony little chest.

Apparently he had pneumonia. That's what his mother told my mother, anyway. I felt sorry for his mother, who had to sit at his bedside all day long wearing mental ear-plugs while he exercised his mouth. She didn't go home even to sleep in the evening; instead she bunked down next to her son on a kind of narrow sofabed that squeaked every time she turned over.

Luckily Mum didn't do anything like that. She packed up and left when the lights went out, promising to come back first thing in the morning. But by that time, of course, it was too late to call Fergus. All day I'd been waiting and waiting for Mum to leave so I could pick up the bedside phone and dial his cell number. I'd been asking her if she wanted to go out and buy some food, or move the car, or check her e-mail. Not once, however, had she disappeared for more than three minutes at a stretch—not even when she went to the bathroom (which was right next door).

 So there was no way I could have used my phone without alerting Mum. I had to put off calling Fergus until bedtime—when I discovered that I couldn't get through. I'm not sure why. Maybe you had to pay for outside calls. Maybe Fergus was out of range. Whatever the reason, I'd left it too long.

After that, I was kept awake for most of the night by all the squeaking and coughing. I knew that there was no point calling Fergus too early, because he always sleeps late during the holidays and turns off his phone when he goes to bed. So I didn't even try to make contact before breakfast. But by nine o'clock I was starting to panic. I had a nasty suspicion that Mum might be along any second, lugging the clothes and shoes and toiletry bag she'd promised to bring. She'd already told me that she was taking another day off work. I figured she was bound to show up as soon as she could, and I was worried that she might interrupt me while I was giving Fergus an earful.

That's why I decided not to use my bedside phone. That's why I wandered around the ward—holding my stupid hospital gown together at the back—until I found an empty office with a telephone in it. I should tell you, by the way, that I was feeling fine. Wandering around the ward didn't trouble me in the least. Though still a bit sore, I wasn't dizzy or limping. And I began to think that there was nothing much wrong with me.

I'd felt ten times worse after my nicotine overdose, which I'd managed to survive without a trip to the hospital.


 Needless to say, I shut the office door before dialing Fergus's number. My call went straight through. Fergus answered on the second ring, sounding cautious; he wouldn't have recognized my caller ID, I suppose.

"Yeah?" he said.

"You bastard."

"Toby?"

"This had better be good." I was already in a rage. "What the hell happened?"

"Huh?"

"I don't remember what happened, Fergus."

"What happened when?"

"Don't gimme that."

There was a long and loaded pause. Then Fergus said, "Are you stoned or what?"

"Get stuffed!"

"You're not making any sense, okay?Just tell me what the problem is."

"Oh, right. Like you don't know."

"I don't know."

"Bull."

"I do not!"

I took a deep breath. "This isn't funny, okay? Whatever you gave me, it messed with my head. I can't remember a thing. So you'd better tell me exactly what happened or I'll bloody kill you." When Fergus didn't respond, I added shrilly, "You dumped me in it, you dickhead! I've had the cops on my back and everything! The hospital wants to do all these tests, thanks to you.

"What?"


 "Just tell me how I got into that dingo pen! If you tell me what we did, I won't mention your name. I'll say I don't remember."

There was a sudden gasp at the other end of the line.

"Don't tell me it was you in that dingo pen?" he squeaked. "Man, you were all over the news!"

If this was supposed to impress or distract me, it didn't work. All it did was make me even madder.

"Oh yeah?" I growled. "Well, guess what? You'll be all over the news if you don't fess up!"

"Whaddaya mean?" Fergus protested. "Don't blame me, I wasn't there!"

"You were too."

"Was not. I haven't been near your house since Saturday." During the silence that followed, I could almost hear Fergus turning things over in his head. "Maybe it was Amin. Have you asked him?"

"No," I had to admit. "But Amin can't get out at night. You know that." Fergus can come and go as he pleases, because his mother is usually at her boyfriend's house. Amin, on the other hand, is one of eight kids. He can hardly turn around without bumping into somebody. "Are you sure this isn't down to you, Fergus?"

"I swear to God." He was pretty convincing. "Why would I lie?"

"Because you killed someone?"

"What?"

"By accident," I hastily amended. "I mean, you might lie if you killed someone by accident."

"Well, I didn't!" he cried. "Jeez, Toby!"


 "It was just an example."

"You're a really great friend, you know that? First you ask me if I left you in a dingo pen, then you ask me if I killed someone!"

"By accident."

Fergus sniffed.

"What about your brother?" I went on, feeling more and more confused. "Could he have done it?"

"Who? Liam?"

"Yeah. He's got drugs."

"Liam gave you drugs?"

"I dunno. I can't remember."

"Toby, Liam never gives anyone drugs. He always charges for them." Fergus abruptly changed the subject. "On the news it said you were in hospital."

"Yeah. I still am."

"Really? How come?"

"I dunno. Because I was knocked out? There's nothing much wrong with me." If I sounded a little absent-minded, it was because the slap-slap-slap of approaching feet had caught my attention. "Listen, Fergus, I've gotta go."

"Hang on—"

"I'll call you later, dude."

I hung up just as the footsteps passed me by. It was a lucky break, and I took full advantage of it. Carefully opening the door a crack, I checked the adjoining passageway. No one was looking in my direction. There were people around, but they had their backs turned or their eyes fixed elsewhere. They were too busy and preoccupied to be worrying about a barefoot kid in a blue smock.


 So I slipped out of the office and began to walk, briskly but calmly, back to my room.

It worried me that Mum might have shown up while I was away. I couldn't think of an excuse that would explain my absence. In the end, however, I didn't need a cover story, because Mum wasn't waiting beside the bed when I returned. Nobody was. Even Pneumonia Boy had disappeared. The room was deserted.

All the same, I realized that someone had been there. Envelopes aren't like birds or bees; they don't just land on pillows without human intervention. The envelope sitting on my pillow had TOBY VANDEVELDE scrawled across it—so my phantom visitor must have known who I was.

Mystified, I picked up the envelope. It smelled faintly of antiseptic. There was a letter inside, addressed to the Vandevelde family and signed by a priest called Father Ramon Alvarez. I was pretty sure I didn't know him. My mother isn't religious, so we don't mix with priests. Or nuns. The letter said:


To the Vandevelde family, forgive me for intruding at this time. Having read about Toby's plight in the newspaper, I am concerned that you might not be fully informed about what probably occurred. There is a very good chance that Toby suffers from a rare condition that isn't widely known or commonly treated, especially in the western world. I have a friend with the same condition, and he would be more than willing to discuss it with Toby.

Before you take any further steps, would you consider calling me? We could arrange a meeting—for Toby's sake, as well as for your own. If I'm correct (and I think I am), it's important that you understand what you'll soon have to deal with.




 In the top right-hand corner of the page there was a picture of what was probably Father Ramon's house—St. Agatha's presbytery—with its phone and fax numbers listed underneath. When I saw that he lived in Sydney's inner west, I realized that Fergus had been right. I must have been all over the news.

"Toby? What are you doing?" a puzzled voice said. With a start, I looked up.

Mum was standing on the threshold.

"Oh. Hi," I muttered. There must have been something weird about my expression because she asked, "Are you all right?"

"Yeah. Course."

"I brought your clothes and your toothbrush," she announced, dumping her bags on the floor. "What's that, a get-well card?"

"Uh, no." I held out the letter. "I think it's for you."

"For me?"

I had a feeling that she wasn't going to like that letter. As a matter of fact, I didn't really know how I felt about it myself.

All this talk about my so-called condition was freaking me out. I didn't have a condition. I didn't want a condition.

"What on earth...?" Mum's eyes widened as they traveled down the page, finally coming to rest on Father Ramon's signature. She blinked, then raised her head. "Where did this come from?"

I gave a shrug. "It was on my pillow. Someone left it."

"Who?"

"I dunno."

"But you must have seen. Weren't you here?"

Ouch. I tried not to wince.


 "I had to go to the toilet," was my lame excuse, but Mum seemed to buy it. She frowned, her gaze dropping to the letter again.

"This really isn't appropriate," she said. "I don't care if he is a priest, he shouldn't be writing letters like this. And how does he know who you are? Who could have told him your name?"

I didn't bother answering, because I couldn't. Instead I snatched up a bag full of clothes and retreated into the bathroom, where Pneumonia Boy had left his Thomas the Tank Engine toothbrush. At that point I was beginning to wonder if there might be something wrong with me after all. My heart was racing. My skin was clammy. Surely it had to mean that I was sick?

It's only now, when I look back, that I realize how scared I must have been. If Fergus wasn't to blame for what had happened, then my life had suddenly become way more ominous. I mean, it's not easy to accept that you have a "condition." Not when you're thirteen years old. The whole idea is just too much to cope with.

That's probably why I let myself get distracted. As I pulled on my baggy old jeans (trying not to snag them on any gauze dressings), I was suddenly struck by a terrible thought.

Had Mum been poking around in my stuff?

My heart sank at the possibility. Where had she found my Nintendo, for instance? It might have been sitting on my desk or in my schoolbag, but what if it had become tangled up with a whole lot of other things—things that I didn't want her to see? Like that length of PVC pipe? Or that wiring diagram? Or that bottle of vinegar? Could I tell her I needed the vinegar to clean my windows?


 Nope. Not a hope. I knew she'd never believe it.

I was still trying to remember what I'd done with the padlock shim that I'd made out of a soda can (using instructions from the Internet) when I opened the bathroom door again. To my surprise, I found that Mum had been joined by Dr. Passlow. He was parked by the bed, looking creased and puffy. The priest's letter was in his hand.

"Hello there," he said, glancing in my direction. "I see you're ready to go." Before I could reply, he added, "How's the stomach?"

"Okay." It wasn't a lie. Though I was pouring sweat and my heart was racing, I didn't feel nauseous.

"You've been eating all right," he remarked, jerking his chin at the breakfast tray still sitting on my bedside cabinet.

"Yeah." I could have made some joke about the food (which was bad enough to make anyone feel sick) but I didn't.

Dr. Passlow nodded.

"I'm pretty pleased with your progress," he said. "We might just run a few more checks, and if everything's in order, you can be discharged."

"Great."

"What we need to do first, though, is set up an appointment at the neurological outpatients' clinic for an EEG," he continued. "Then I'll want to discuss the results with you both and perhaps give you a referral, depending on the indications."

"But what about this?" Mum demanded. She tapped the letter he was holding. "What does this mean?"

"I have no idea."

"Is Father Alvarez some kind of hospital chaplain? Does he actually work here?"


 "I'm not sure," Dr. Passlow confessed. "I'll have to follow it up."

"If he is, I don't think he should be writing things like this and leaving them on children's beds." Poor Mum was in a state. I can always tell, though it isn't easy—most people think she's just a little concerned when she rambles on in her soft, breathy voice. They don't realize that Mum's agitated ramblings are the exact equivalent of another person's screaming, hysterical attack. "It's not appropriate," she complained. "My son shouldn't have to read this sort of stuff. His medical advice should come from you, not from a hospital chaplain..."

She went on and on, but no one was listening. I'd tuned out, the way I often do. So had Dr. Passlow. Watching him, I saw that he was actually giving the letter his serious consideration. Something in it had sparked his interest.

When he finally looked up again, he caught my eye.

"Ahem," he said, clearing his throat. Mum immediately shut up. She and I both waited, staring at him.

I don't know what we expected. The answer to all our problems, perhaps? If so, we didn't get it. Dr. Passlow wasn't about to spill any beans.

"I'll make some inquiries," he promised. "As you say, it's all rather troubling. Do you mind if I copy this? For my own records?"

"You can keep it." Mum folded her arms. "I don't want anything to do with it."

"That's probably wise."

"I'm just grateful we're leaving. What if this priest actually tries to visit Toby?" After hesitating a moment, she suddenly changed tack. "Do you know what rare condition he's referring to?" she asked, sounding a bit shamefaced. "I mean, do you think it's worth pursuing or...?"

 She trailed off weakly. Dr. Passlow tucked the letter safely back into its envelope, his eyes downcast. Without lifting his gaze he said, "It's impossible to know what this so-called condition might be without more details."

"Oh."

"But what we have to do first is rule out all the obvious problems. Fretting about exotic diseases isn't going to help anyone." He glanced up, smiling professionally. "For all we know, this blackout of Toby's might never be repeated. I don't want you panicking because ignorant people are poking their noses into your business. Father Alvarez might be a hospital chaplain, but he's going way beyond his remit. And I'll make sure it doesn't happen again."

With this undertaking my mother had to be satisfied, because the doctor was a busy man. He couldn't hang around discussing my mysterious condition—not while dozens of other patients were waiting for him. So after a few more words of advice, he proceeded into the next room, taking the priest's letter with him.

I remember feeling relieved. I remember thinking, That's one scary thing I don't have to worry about anymore.

God, I was stupid.


 CHAPTER FOUR

It was just as I'd feared. While I was in hospital, Mum had "cleaned up" my bedroom, uncovering all kinds of sinister and suspicious objects. Her search for my Nintendo had become a contraband shakedown.

For some reason, the soda-can padlock shim hadn't rung any of her alarm bells. Neither had the really, really gross computer game lent to me by Fergus. But Mum isn't a complete fool. She knows a bit about chemical reactions. That's why my length of pipe, my bottle of vinegar, and my little plastic bag full of baking soda were all lined up accusingly on the desk when I opened my bedroom door.

"That bicarbonate of soda gave me a real fright," she admitted before I could say anything. She was standing right behind me. "I thought it was cocaine for a minute."

"Yeah. I figured you would." This was a total lie, of course, but I was trying to brazen things out. "That's why I put it there. It was meant to be a joke."

"Toby, I know perfectly well what happens when you mix vinegar and baking soda. Don't you remember that volcano we made when you were six?"

"No."

"I suppose I should be grateful. When it comes to science experiments, you could be growing your own marijuana or distilling your own alcohol." She sighed into my ear. "So there's absolutely nothing you want to tell me about Monday night? Before we start all these medical tests?"

 "No!" I snapped. (Why didn't she believe me?) As I marched forward to reclaim my room, she followed me in, fiddling and fidgeting. I'm used to that by now. I'm used to the way she can't pass my open door without darting across the threshold to pick up a sock, or shut the wardrobe, or adjust my curtains. She has to fix things the way some people have to smoke cigarettes.

This time, however, there wasn't much left to fix. She'd already cleared out all the dirty laundry and half-eaten sandwiches, so she had to be satisfied with smoothing down the curled edges of my Fred Astaire poster. Yes, that's right. I have a poster of Fred Astaire. So what? He was a good dancer—though I prefer Gregory Hines. I'd like to see you doing what Fred Astaire used to do. I've tried it myself and it's impossible. Especially when you have to practice on a shag-pile carpet in a cluttered bedroom.

Maybe my moves would be better if I had access to a converted warehouse, with a whole wall of mirrors and a shiny wooden floor. But where am I going to find a converted warehouse? Unless I start taking proper lessons, of course, and the trouble with that is ... well, you know what the trouble with that is. I mean, come on. Lessons? Surrounded by hundreds of little girls in tap shoes? No thanks. I'm not Billy Elliot, for God's sake. I'd rather be Dingo Boy than Twinkle Toes.

Besides, it's just a hobby. I enjoy it. I don't want to ruin it with a bunch of lessons. I guess I just prefer working things out on my own.


 "Do you think Fergus might be involved?" said Mum as I foraged in my schoolbag "I realize you can't remember what happened, but do you think it's likely?"

"Fergus had nothing to do with it," I retorted.

"How do you know? If you can't remember—"

"I already asked him." At last I found my phone. "I rang him up and he didn't know what I was talking about."

Mum absorbed this for a moment. Then she said, "Are you sure he was telling the truth?"

I was draped across the bed at that point, scrolling through my messages as if everything was back to normal. I didn't want to discuss my mysterious blackout. I wanted to forget that it had ever happened. The whole subject was like a dark shadow lurking just outside. I felt that if I even glanced its way, it would pour through my window and engulf me.

But I had to answer Mum's question. Otherwise she would have assumed that I didn't believe what Fergus had said.

"Oh yes," I mumbled, lifting my gaze. "Fergus was telling the truth, all right."

I have to admit, there was a slight wobble in my voice. Mum must have heard that—or perhaps she saw a hint of panic in my expression—because she gave me a long, grave, sympathetic look before leaning down to press my shoulder.

"It'll be all right," she assured me. "You heard what the doctor said. Even if you do have epilepsy, it's an easy condition to manage these days. You can live a perfectly normal life."

There it was again, that word. "Condition." God, how I hated it.

"Anyway, we don't want to get ahead of ourselves," Mum continued. "There's no use worrying before we have to."


 At that very instant, the kitchen phone rang. Mum immediately rushed off, crying, "I hope that's not the hospital!" So I never did get a chance to say, "You think I've got it, though, don't you?"

Because she did. I could tell. She was already bracing herself for the bad news—and I couldn't really blame her. When you think about it, what's easier to cope with: drugs, epilepsy, kidnapping, or some weird rare disease?

I can understand why she picked epilepsy.

In the end, it wasn't the hospital calling. It was Fergus. He'd been trying to reach me all day. Most of the text messages on my phone were his, and most of them were about the dingo pen. Fergus had lots of very dumb and far-fetched theories about my dingo pen escapade, involving things like bikers and aliens and magnetic fields. That's why I didn't want to talk to him. I was having a hard enough time coming to terms with the whole epilepsy scenario. Discussing Satan worshipers or multiple personalities was way beyond my scope.

So I was pleased when Mum told Fergus that I couldn't speak to him. I was too tired, she said. Naturally Fergus tried to call me on my cell, but I turned it off. For the rest of the afternoon, I played a really fast computer game that called for lightning response times and didn't give me enough headspace to think about anything else.

Meanwhile the calls kept coming. There were calls from Mum's friends asking how I was. There was a call from the hospital to say that I could have an outpatient's appointment the next morning because someone else had canceled. There was even a call from a journalist—or at least that was what Mum thought. When she answered the phone, a voice said, "Mrs. Vandevelde?" And after Mum confirmed that she was Mrs. Vandevelde, the voice asked, "Are you Toby's mother?"

 Mum's immediate response was, "No comment." She told me later that hanging up was a kind of reflex. It was only after she'd done it that she began to wish she hadn't. "What if it was someone who saw you the other night?" she fretted. "What if they were ringing to tell me what happened to you?"

I wondered about that myself. "Was it a kid?" I inquired.

"No. I don't think so."

"Was it a man or a woman?"

"A man."

"Oh, well." I shrugged. She was interrupting my computer game. "If they saw something weird and they want to report it, they'll probably ring the police." In an effort to change the subject, I added, "What's for dinner, Mum?"

Dinner was my favorite: Chinese takeaway. Afterward I stayed up as long as I could, putting off the moment when I would finally have to climb under the sheets and stare at the revolving fan above my bed. When Mum caught me locking my bedroom window, she offered to bunk down beside me on an inflatable mattress. "Or you could sleep on the mattress yourself in my room," she said.

I turned her down. I didn't want her to know how scared I was. I didn't want to face up to it myself. In fact, I was so determined not to look like a wimp that I refused to leave my bedroom door open, even a crack. When she suggested a night-light, I scoffed at the idea. And when she started talking about homemade alarm systems—things like wind chimes, squeaky toys, or crunchy gravel arranged in front of every access point—I poured scorn on the whole concept.


 "Are you crazy?" I said. "Do you want this place to look like the Miscallefs'? Because I don't."

I should probably explain that the Miscallefs, unlike most of the families on our street, live knee-deep in crap. There are always bikes, blades, shoes, car parts, dog bowls, fluffy toys and old barbecue grills scattered around their front yard. Now, don't get me wrong; I know that my own room is a real mess. And I also know that when you have a lot of kids, it's hard to keep things clean. But every time I pass that house in someone else's company, it always gets the same reaction. Mum's friends always say something like, "What are the unemployment figures in this area?" And my friends say something like, "There's a kid who lives around here, and he's got four different fathers, and they're all fighting over which one's his real dad."

It's not fair, because the Miscallefs are okay. I like them. They're friendly. But that whole junkyard look is the kiss of death in this part of town. You should hear Mr. Grisdale talk about the Miscallefs! Grisdale is a grumpy old bastard who lives three doors down from us. He yells at every kid who even pauses outside his front gate, so it's not as if anybody pays much attention when he calls the Miscallefs "trash" and "scum" and "bludgers." The thing is, though, he isn't the only one. I've heard Mrs. Savvides badmouthing the Miscallefs, too. And Mrs. Savvides is a nice person; she feeds the birds and sends us a card at Christmas. But she's really mean about the Miscallefs. She says they live like pigs, let their kids run wild, and stink up the whole street because they're always forgetting to put out their rubbish for collection. "People like that," she says, "shouldn't be allowed to have kids."

I swear to God, I must have heard this a million times—and not just from Mrs. Savvides. The guy on the corner, the retired couple across the street, and the new people at the end of the block have all said the same thing. There's only one poor soul who gets it even worse than the Miscallefs, and that's the alcoholic living behind us. I don't know her name. I've never actually seen her, since she hardly ever goes out. But her house is messy, too. So even though she's as quiet as a mouse, the whole neighborhood is constantly moaning about her. Just because she doesn't tidy up.

 Is it any wonder that I didn't want to leave squeaky toys scattered around? If you do something like that where I live, your neighbors will start telling one another that you're growing marijuana in the garage.

Maybe Mum realized this, because she soon shut up about the homemade security system. She didn't leave any lights on, either. But she did shut all the windows, even though it was a really warm night. Maybe that's why she didn't sleep very well. In fact, it was lucky that I had a clinic appointment the next day, otherwise poor Mum might have had to go to work feeling totally trashed.

But I'm getting ahead of myself. First I should tell you about my night, which was much better than I'd anticipated. I was scared that I'd lie awake for hours, jumping at every noise, and that when I finally did fall asleep I would be tormented by horrible nightmares. The funny thing is, though, that I was fine. Having dropped off the instant my head hit the pillow, I plunged into a dreamless stupor, hardly stirring until Mum shook me into consciousness at around 9:00 a.m.

Then I climbed out of bed, ate breakfast, brushed my teeth, and went to the neurological outpatient's clinic.


 I'll spare you the details of my visit. Let's just say I spent a long time sitting on a hard chair in a lemon-scented waiting room, playing with my Nintendo and trying not to look at some of the other patients, who were ... well, in a bad way, quite frankly. You don't want to know what some poor people have to live with. I didn't want to know, that's for sure. So I kept my head down until the doctors decided that they were ready to stick electrodes all over it.

Actually, the EEG was pretty cool. I was hooked up to a computer and given things to look at so that the doctors could map my brain's electrical activity. It was like being a lab rat or a science-fiction hero. ("You think you can outsmart us, Consumer Unit 2792, but we are able to see what you are thinking.") Fergus would have loved it. So would Amin. I guess I would have loved it, too, if I hadn't been so worried about the results. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn't forget that all this whizz-bang technology was being used to search for a nasty, lurking, terrible thing—like sniffer dogs tracking down a corpse. I was so worried, in fact, that I kept expecting someone to notice. I was sure that my worry would show up on the brain scans.

But nobody said a single word about my EEG. Not then, anyway. I was supposed to wait for the results, which Dr. Passmore would explain to me during my next appointment with him. So after all that fuss, I emerged from the clinic still not knowing if I had epilepsy or not.

It was a real bummer. I was so pissed off that I spent the whole trip home in a sulk, with my arms folded and a scowl on my face. And my mood didn't exactly improve when I spotted Fergus sitting on our front steps. Fergus was the last person I wanted to see just then. Mum couldn't have been too happy, either. She didn't have much food in the fridge, and Fergus eats like a swarm of locusts.

 "Oh God," she said with a sigh as she pulled into the driveway, "I don't have a thing for lunch. Why on earth does he always turn up at mealtimes?"

Because his brothers eat everything at his house, I thought. But I didn't say it. Instead I climbed out of the car and slammed the door shut behind me.

Before I could even open my mouth, Fergus jumped up.

"Man, where have you been?" he cried. "What's happened to your phone? Did you lose it or something?"

He had nicked one of Liam's T-shirts, which was much too big for him. Not that I'm saying big is bad. I always wear baggy clothes myself, because when you're as skinny as I am, you have to bulk up with extra layers. Fergus, however, is a lot shorter than me. And though he seems to like dressing in his brothers' T-shirts, with the hems hanging past his knees and the shoulders flopping around his elbows, I think oversize gear makes him look like a performing dog.

Of course, this wouldn't worry Fergus. He honestly couldn't care less about his hand-me-downs, or his chipped front tooth, or his lousy haircuts. He doesn't even mind that he's short. Some people might, but not Fergus.

I wish I was like that.

"Maybe you left your phone in the dingo pen," he gabbled without waiting for a reply. "Maybe we should go back and see if it's there!"

"Don't be stupid," I snapped. And Mum said, very calmly, "We've just been at the hospital, Fergus. There are some parts of the hospital where you're not supposed to leave your phone on."

 Fergus grunted. He dodged Mum as she moved past him to unlock the front door, never once meeting her gaze. She's used to that, though. He hardly ever catches her eye or answers her questions. I don't know if he's afraid or embarrassed or what.

"I suppose you're staying for lunch, are you, Fergus?" Mum queried. As usual, he squirmed and glanced at me for input, as if he didn't understand English.

I couldn't help feeling impatient.

"Well?" I demanded. "Are you staying or not? Make up your mind."

"Yeah, sure," he said, happy to be addressing me instead of Mum. "I'll stay."

"Because if you come in," I warned, "we're not talking about Monday night. No way."

"But—"

"Forget it. Don't even go there. It's none of your business."

Fergus blinked. He stared at me for a moment, drop-jawed and goggle-eyed, before shuffling into the house.

"Jeez," he moaned. "What's got up your bum?"

"You have," I told him.

"Why?"

"I dunno." It occurred to me suddenly that I was being unfair. "I just don't want to talk about any of this."

"So you don't want to know what happened?"

"Of course I do!"

"Well, how are you going to find out if you don't talk to people?"


 He had a point. He was also extremely unsquashable. The thing about Fergus is, whatever he wants to do, he does it. Without a second thought. That's why he gets into so much trouble at school.

"I was thinking, if someone's to blame for what happened, we can pay 'em back," he suggested, following me into my bedroom. "We can work out what they did, and then do the same to them."

"Don't be such an idiot." I could hear Mum banging kitchen drawers in her search for something edible. "This isn't funny. This isn't a joke. It's really serious."

"I know! That's what I'm saying! Whoever's responsible should be made to suffer!"

"Just drop it." I scanned my possessions, eager to distract him. "Do you wanna play that computer game you got off Liam or what?"

Fergus seemed taken aback. He eyed me in a perplexed sort of way, then made a face and scratched his chin.

"Did some pervert get hold of you?" he asked quietly.

"No!" I was stung. "Jesus!"

"Well, why are you acting so weird?"

"Because you're really bugging me, that's why!"

"Were you with a girl?"

"Of course not! Why the hell would I take a girl to a dingo pen?"

Fergus shrugged. "Some people are really strange when it comes to sex," he announced.

I laughed: a short, sharp honk.

"Like you'd even know," I said witheringly.


 "Was it a boy?" he inquired as if the struck by a sudden thought. "Are you gay?"

"Don't be stupid."

"Was it a dare?"

"Just leave me alone, will you?"

"Why? What's the big deal?" He wouldn't stop pestering me, and at last I blew my top.

"The big deal is that I might be epileptic! Okay?" I barked. "Are you satisfied? Huh? Will you shut up now?"

Of course not. Dumb question.

"What do you mean?" He was frowning. "How can you be epileptic?"

"I dunno, Fergus! Go figure!"

"But—"

"I might have had a seizure on Monday night. I might have lost it. And now I can't remember what happened."

I braced as Fergus caught his breath.

"But that's fantastic!" he exclaimed.

I gawked at him. "What?"

"Don't you see?" He grabbed a handful of my T-shirt. "You've got a free pass, you lucky bastard!"

I still didn't get it, though. He had to spell it out.

"You can do anything you want," he said, "and you'll never get in trouble. Because you can always blame the epilepsy. Man, you've got it made."

He was right. The truth slowly dawned on me as I gazed at his widening grin. I now had the perfect excuse. For everything. There was no end to what I could get away with, providing I didn't push my luck.


 "You know what?" I said slowly. "Yesterday the doctor was talking about these things called absence seizures, where you just sit there and stare into space." Lowering my voice so that Mum couldn't hear, I hissed, "What if I pretended to have one of those during an exam?"

"You wouldn't have to answer any questions!"

"I know!"

"You could do it in class!"

"Exactly!"

"You could say you didn't do your homework because you had a seizure."

That's what I like about Fergus: he's a real silver-lining kind of guy. We soon worked out a whole bunch of tricks that we could play, thanks to my dreaded "condition." He put an entirely new spin on something that I'd been viewing as a total disaster. Thanks to Fergus, I was no longer scared to talk about what had happened. On the contrary, we discussed it at length. We laughed. We made plans. We tried to imitate the various kinds of epileptic seizures. Looking back, I guess it sounds pretty gross, but we did have a lot of fun. And by the time Fergus went home, I wasn't worried anymore. I was in a terrific mood. The world seemed to be full of exciting possibilities.

It didn't last, though. When Father Ramon Alvarez turned up, everything went to hell in a handbasket.
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